In Germany, officials were debating last week whether employees should be allowed to leave work and retreat to less stressful, cooler environments. Although no official statistics were available, heat-related absenteeism was thought to be rampant across the continent, making it difficult for many companies to maintain normal operations at the height of the summer holiday season.
France, which is reeling from three heatwaves since June, is having the hottest summer since World War II. Pollution levels in Paris, exacerbated by the searing heat, forced police to impose stringent traffic speed restrictions.
The temperature reached 37·4ºC in London on Aug 10, the hottest day ever recorded in the UK. Two teenagers were reported to have died while trying to cool down: a 17-year-old-boy who was found drowned in a canal lock in Rotherham after he went for a swim, and another 17-year-old drowned in a lake. According to experts, one heatwave does not prove that the world is getting hotter, but this month's weather fits a global trend that has seen previous records shattered with increasing regularity. In 9 of the past 12 years, average temperatures worldwide have been higher than at any time since records began in the 19th century. Ken Davidson, Director of the UN's World Meteorological Organisation's climate programme, said: "The world is seeing a change in general conditions and in extremes. We are trying to understand if it's getting more frequent." If global warming is the culprit, the consensus is that the biggest single cause is the burning of fossil fuels such as coal and oil, which releases heattrapping gases into the atmosphere. In the meantime, European health officials are advising people to stick to simple measures such as drinking at least 3 L of water a day and avoiding strenuous exercise during the hottest daytime hours.
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European heatwave causes misery and deaths US Army looking into Iraq pneumonia cases T he US Army is investigating a group of about 100 pneumonia cases, of which 15 were serious enough to require mechanical ventilation, among troops in Iraq and surrounding countries. Robert DeFraites, the Army's director of epidemiology and disease surveillance, said that the 100 cases occurred between March 1 and July 30 in troops deployed in southwest Asia.
DeFraites would not say how many troops were deployed in total, but said the 100 cases were "about the amount that one might expect in a population of troops deployed", and that "the Army sees about 400 or 500 cases of pneumonia every year worldwide", with 17 deaths in the 5 years ending in 2002. Of the 15 of this year's cases who required ventilation, ten were in Iraq, with the rest in nearby countries. All but one of the 15 were men. Two of those soldiers died, and two others tested positive for Streptococcus pneumoniae.
The Army has sent two teams to the region to investigate. DeFraites said that so far, doctors have found no evidence of anthrax, smallpox, or severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). "This isn't acting at all like SARS", he said. In addition to infectious causes, the investigators will consider environmental factors, such as dust exposed to chemicals. The cases appear sporadic, as all were from different units.
Larry Lutwick, a bacterial disease moderator for ProMED, the Internet-based Program for Monitoring Infectious Diseases, told The Lancet that "there's not enough information yet to say they're all related". One observer who has studied reactions to the anthrax vaccine, John Sever (George Washington University, Washington, DC), has suggested that the anthrax vaccine could be the culprit. But "physiologically it doesn't make sense", Lutwick said. "The anthrax vaccine is not killed or attenuated live bacteria, so there's no reason to believe it should do that."
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